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Leasing the Farmstead to the New Small Farmer
Abstract
This offers an overview of Iowa law related to leasing a farmstead to someone engaged in niche farm marketing
and factors that are not addressed in a typical farm lease. It was produced as part of the Sustainable
Agricultural Land Tenure (SALT) Initiative, a collaboration of the Drake Agricultural Law Center and the
Leopold Center.
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This article is available at Iowa State University Digital Repository: http://lib.dr.iastate.edu/leopold_pubspapers/58
CONTACT INFORMATION
DRAKE AGRICULTURAL LAW CENTER
2621 CARPENTER AVENUE
DES MOINES, IOWA 50311
(515) 271-2205
EDWARD.COX@DRAKE.EDU
www.law.drake.edu/aglaw/
Support
This project was 
funded in part by the 
Leopold Center for 
Sustainable 
Agriculture.  
Established by the 1987 Iowa 
Groundwater Protection Act, the Leopold 
Center supports the development of 
profitable farming systems that conserve 
natural resources.  The Leopold Center is 
online at www.leopold.iastate.edu.
This project was funded 
in part by the USDA 
Risk Management Agency.  Learn more 
at http://www.rma.usda.gov.
Prepared by:
 Meghann E. Jarchow and Matt Liebman 
  Department of Agronomy, Iowa State University
Photography provided by:
  Meghann E. Jarchow
Bradley J. Cook (wetland – page 3)
 Department of Biological Sciences, Minnesota State University Mankato 
Jerry Peckumn (pale purple coneflower – page 22)
 Peckumn Real Estate and Farms 
Lois Womble (female dickcissel – page 15)
 Carolina Bird Club
Illustrations, visualizations, and figures by:
  Amy L. Dixon (hydrology illustration – page 6)
 Biological-Pre-Medical Illustration, Iowa State University 
Iowa Department of Natural Resources (land use figures – page 2)
G.L. Drake Larsen (landscape visualization – page 7)
 Department of Natural Resource Ecology and Management, Iowa State University 
John E. Weaver (root illustration – page 21)
 Department of Botany, University of Nebraska
Publication layout by:
 Tyler Teske
  Department of Agronomy, Iowa State University
Publication printing sponsored by:
Thank you to Steve Barnhart, Shane Ellis, Richard Pope, and two reviewers for their valuable 
feedback on previous versions of the publication.
…and justice for all
The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in all its programs and activities on the basis of race, color, national origin, gender, 
religion, age, disability, political beliefs, sexual orientation, and marital or family status. (Not all prohibited bases apply to all programs.) Many materials 
can be made available in alternative formats for ADA clients. To file a complaint of discrimination, write USDA, Office of Civil Rights, Room 326-W, 
Whitten Building, 14th and Independence Avenue, SW, Washington, DC 20250-9410 or call 202-720-5964.
Issued in furtherance of Cooperative Extension work, Acts of May 8 and June 30, 1914, in cooperation with the U.S. Department of Agriculture. 
Gerald A. Miller, interim director, Cooperative Extension Service, Iowa State University of Science and Technology, Ames, Iowa.
C. Commercial
Some aspects of a lease for niche, value-added, or 
direct marketing may have more commercial aspects. 
While its not likely the parties will  intend the lease to 
be primarily commercial, some farm enterprises may 
have commercial aspects, such as processing of farm 
products, on farm sales to consumers, or agri-tourism. 
Such scenarios raise issues that are more commonly 
addressed in commercial leases.  A few issues to 
consider addressing  in either a farm or residential 
lease that allows limited commercial activity include:
• establishing the limits of the commercial activity,
• requiring  insurance and indemnification for 
lawsuits that arise from such activity,
• requiring  compliance with zoning, health codes, 
and other laws governing the activities
In short, it is critical for both parties to agree on the 
primary purpose of the lease arrangement, specify the 
primary purpose in writing, recognize the 
corresponding legal obligations, and communicate 
their specific goals and concerns with the licensed 
attorney drafting the agreement.
Additional Contacts & Resources
The Beginning Farmer Center at Iowa State 
University works with landowners, retiring farmers, 
and beginning farmers through one-on-one assistance 
as well as regular seminars to transition land to the 
next generation. They’re on the web at 
www.extension.iastate.edu/bfc/, or they can be 
contacted at 877-232-1999.
SustainableFarmLease.org, a Drake Agricultural 
Law Center website made possible through funding 
of the Sustainable Agricultural Land Tenure 
Initiative from the Leopold Center for Sustainable 
Agriculture, contains additional information on 
developing lease arrangements that benefit 
landowners and beginning farmers. Visit the website 
or call 515-271-2205.
DirectMarketersForum.org, another Agricultural 
Law Center website, provides additional information 
on the legal issues surrounding direct farm marketing  
businesses.  This site contains a feature that allows 
users to submit questions directly to the Law Center 
to be answered by Drake law students.
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I. The Benefits to Them and You
Leasing land can help provide a start for any beginning 
farmer, as they can begin farming without access to the 
large amounts of capital needed to buy land.  As many 
beginning farmers try to maximize their returns by 
growing and selling niche, value-added, or specialty crops 
directly to consumers, finding a farm to rent that meets 
the distinct needs of such operations can be critical.
Farmsteads, residential homes on farmland and the few 
acres that often surround them, can provide sufficient 
land and infrastructure, such as access to water, 
electricity, storage, and workshops that are often needed 
for niche production and value-added farm enterprises. 
They can also provide a place to live for a new farm family 
that’s ready to engage in such a business.
If you have a farmstead that you’re considering leasing  to 
someone engaged in niche farm marketing, there are 
factors you may want to consider that are not normally 
addressed in a typical farm lease.  These factors arise 
primarily from the mixed use of the rented property as 
both residential and agricultural, as well as any retail 
enterprises the tenants may engage in that could be 
considered a commercial endeavor.  
This mixture of uses presents additional concerns to 
address in the lease, and it can also mean that the lease 
agreement is subject to different laws.  This pamphlet 
describes how some of these additional considerations can 
be addressed in the lease contract and what the legal 
obligations of the parties may be.
II. The Purpose of the Lease & the Law
Establishing the purpose of the lease, whether primarily 
residential or agricultural, will determine the laws to 
which the lease arrangement is subject.  Iowa Code § 
562A governs residential lease contracts.   Section 562A.5 
excludes from the residential  laws any “[o]ccupancy 
under a rental agreement covering  premises used by the 
occupant primarily for agricultural purposes.”  
In Iowa, its usually readily apparent if a lease 
arrangement is primarily agricultural in nature.  Often, 
the arrangement deals with more than 40 acres, and 
potentially hundreds of acres of land, used for large scale 
commercial production, and the lease contract provisions 
focus almost completely on the farming aspects of the 
lease - often providing only one line stating  that a 
residence is included and, perhaps,  providing the address. 
If the lease involves a residence with only a few acres, 
however, and the production may, to some at least, appear 
to resemble a large garden or a hobby farm, it may be 
more appropriate to expand on the precise purpose of the 
arrangement.   If a dispute arises, the court will look first 
to the express intent of the parties, as manifested in a 
written lease.  Language indicating  the intent of the 
parties to rent the land primarily for agricultural purposes 
may look something like this:
This  farm lease includes a residential dwelling located at 
_____.  Inclusion of the residence is  intended to allow the 
Tenant to reside in close proximity to the farm  and 
provide for agricultural production.  The leasing of the 
residence is subordinate to the agricultural purposes of 
the premises.  In accord with Iowa Code §  562A, it is the 
intent of both parties that this lease is excluded from 
control of Iowa’s Residential Landlord and Tenant Act.
The court will also look at the circumstances of the 
arrangement,  or how the parties are actually using the 
leased premises.   This makes it important to not only 
define the primary nature of the lease but to make sure 
both parties act accordingly.  Even if the lease states it is 
primarily for agriculture,  but the tenant doesn’t sell  any, 
or very few, products it still may be seen as a residential 
lease, making both parties subject to the more stringent 
residential landlord-tenant laws.  There is no established 
test for what constitutes an agricultural lease,  but if the 
farm endeavor is small  or little revenue comes from the 
farm business, the parties may want to keep a record of 
how their actions correspond with the agricultural 
purpose of the lease.
We’ll next look at some of the specific effects of the law on 
the arrangement depending on whether the lease is 
primarily agricultural or residential.  We’ll also look at 
how the parties can tailor their farmstead lease to meet the 
unique needs of niche and direct farm marketers’  unique 
needs by addressing the agricultural,  residential,  and 
commercial characteristics of such operations.
A. Agricultural
We’ll first look at leases with a primarily agricultural 
purpose.  Again, if such is the case, the residential 
landlord-tenant laws do not apply.  This significantly 
changes the legal obligations of the landlord to maintain 
the dwelling  as well as some of the landlord’s remedies, 
such as eviction, in case the tenant defaults on the lease 
contract.  The landlord and tenant may agree to include 
such requirements, such as requiring the landlord to 
maintain the house in a habitable condition or to replace 
the house, or at least allow the tenant out of the lease, if it 
is destroyed.   These requirements will need to be in 
writing as part of the lease agreement.
Agricultural leases do have their own statutory 
requirements,  found in Iowa Code § 562, that may be 
applicable to a farmstead lease.  Perhaps the most 
significant are the requirements relating to notice of 
termination and the amount of notice required.  Section 
562.6 of the Iowa Code establishes that landlords of farm 
tenancies must provide written notice of termination by 
September 1 and that the notice must establish March 1 
as the termination date.  This statute was modified in 2013 
to include farm leases for less than 40 acres unless used 
for an “animal feeding  operation.”  So,  both parties, if 
wishing to terminate their farm lease, even if for only a 
few acres, must abide by this termination law.
Another important aspect to consider if engaged in an 
agricultural lease are remedies in case one party breaches 
the contract.  While residential leases are subject to 
specific statutory eviction requirements, farm leases do 
not have the same tenant protections.   Iowa’s farm lease 
termination statute actually states that “the tenancy shall 
not continue because of absence of notice if there is a 
default in the performance of the existing rental 
agreement.”  However, Iowa’s Supreme Court has held 
that a landlord could not terminate a lease,  despite a 
material breach, in the middle of a crop year.   So, if a 
tenant breaches any aspect of the lease, the landlord may 
have to wait till after harvest to take back possession.
B. Residential
If the parties recognize that the primary purpose is 
residential and the agricultural aspects are subordinate, 
they should also state this in writing  and be aware that 
this means the rights and obligations of § 562A apply.  A 
few of the most relevant include:
• The landlord keeping the premises fit and habitable.
• The landlord maintaing an account for deposits.
• The right of the landlord to enter the premises with 
24 hours notice.
• The tenant occupying the dwelling only for 
residential purposes, unless otherwise agreed.
This last requirement is particularly important.  If the 
intent is for the lease to be primarily residential, any other 
approved activities should be written into the lease.
